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-Age Identificatjon in the Elderly D

LR P ' -
- v

_ . ... > ’
» Introducdtion

A

The 1dea tlat you' re as young as you feel is not newg From
Shakespeare s qulck—wrtted Falstaff to Ruth Gordon S portrayal of

the, indomitabde Maude in Harold and Maude, llterature has well

acknowledged, oldekr people who think ang feel young. But serious
empirlcal investigation into establfshing the parameters of iden-
tified age has been a recent occurrence in. the\gerontological'

llterature, and just why many elderly feel " young is not yet clear..
Researchers have sought to 1nvest1gate the chronologlcal age— .
1\ é / - '
subjectlve age dlscrepancy 1n/% number of ways and formats.

. .
p‘ [ "

Sample.slze has - ranged from N={d4(Perlln & %Ftler, 1374) to ‘a

‘.

resoundlng 6, 356 (Hanse:/ﬁ;Yoshloka, l962), with the same phenomena
belng reported as far a ay as, Yugoslavia (Dlllc, 1977) and New

Zealand (Preston,h1939{ Aand although as many as six dlfferent

, . ‘. x.c"«‘w

/types of meas&res hawe been used, the same nine varlables tend’

f

. /
to align‘themselv%s cons1stently with age 1dent1f1catlon They

1nclude chronologlcal age (George, 1975; Strelb & Schneider, l97l),
although ‘age 1; not always pos1t1vely related (Zola, l962); and

gender dlffergnces w1th some studles finding 'females feeling older

»
(Dlllc, l977§ and others flndlng males feellng older (Streib &

-

Schnelder, l97l) Even more studles, however, flnd no dlfference '

\

- (Linn é tef,,l979, Tuckman & Lorge, 1954) -betWeen the sexes.

Marrled llfe (Dilic, '1977: cf. Ward, 1974), hlgher Tevels of
social involvement (Bell; 1967; cf. Ward, 1974), SES (Guptill, 1965; cf.

Busse, Jefférs & Obrist, 19573, later’retlrement (Guptlll, 1965

. o ‘ ‘ ) J - S
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cf Streib & :Schneider, l97l), and being white raCially (Busse
\\ J——
et\al. 1957). hawe all been found to be related to feeling younger

than one's age. Two of the mast established variables are
physical and emotional~health with’ many studies demonstrating«
younger age identifiers as having superior physical (George, l9l5;
PrestOn, 1970) and emotional (Linn & Huntefﬂ l979 Tuckman &

Lavell, 1957) functioning when compared to' older identifying
B _-‘ \
subjects. . _ C B (1 A
[ © ’ °

- Only'recently, however) have researchers‘begun to break, down

. emotional health into its various components When Linn and

-~

Hunter (l979) tested seven dimensions of ‘mental health, _those
. authors found locus of control te be the best predi tor variable

'
of identified age——a finding conSistent With Mutran and Burke s

-*.

. (l979a) work.‘ ThAt is thattsubjects who perceive their age as f
~ N ~

younger reflected more internal feelings of control.
3

I While perspnal effectiveness is undoubtedly an important
feature of young age and young age identity,,bubjective meaningful
\ \ 2N
) purpose may also be important. If early life is a time that is -

-marked by fiore engaged activity and purposefulness, then in later®
e . i -
life, younger age identity should similarly reflect more meaning— *
1 " ' ‘ s
ful perceptions.’ Although there is some indireqt support_for o

. B ~ W ‘\

Frankl's (l978&tnoti0n‘}Mutran &'Burke, 1979b), most of the work °
has been anecdotal ) s : N Ve

. . ‘
The primary hypothesis was that younger age identification

will be related to more internal: locus of,control°and greater
& &
subjective feelings of meaning and purpose Researchers in the

. s , - .
-_— i .
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past, however, have ignpred where and how an older person lives,

so in this study, an older person' s lifestyle /as institut¥onal-
. A

ized, liVing actively in the community, or liVing socially in-
active;-Will be taken inte account and examinéd'in terms, of one's

perception of age. : ‘ ' . »
o ~ Method - -

s ’

Three hundred and eight voluntary Los Angeles, elderly were
. selected in’ approx1mately equal numers from non nursing home *
Jresidences (InstitutionalYSand the community.- The\community s -

residents .were then diVided into those WO actively partiCipated
~
\ in group membership clubs (Affiliated) and those who did not S
(Community).‘ o Qi - e ‘ o | ' |
“ Prospective participdntys were gathered Nia.doorJto—door .

’

: 3 R ,
canvasing, friendship pyramiding, or_through senior citizen center ( d

.. spIicitation. The Andrus Gerontology Subject Pool’ (University of o
/\ ¥
C Southern California) also prov1ded many SUbj#CtS. For the US&

«

N subjects, a packet consisting of instructions, informed consent,

and a test questionnaire were mailed out. Follow-up telephone U

calls netted a final 84% return rate. .For the rémainder, the

Al

gctests were administered by two-male graduate-psychology students.
‘Although -all material was capitalized to ensure readability, some

s N
<&~ subjects required readi%F assistance and were read to by ‘the . .

o
ograduate students. The effects of reading to subjects were later

] . s -

partialled out statistically :

The average age of the~subjects was 75.4 yefrs, S.D. = 7.0

\ LA

years. 'The,sample was overrepresented in terms of race (-100% y .

- * A - . 1 4
+White), gender (80.5% female), and religion (83.4% Jewish) » Most

CERIC 5 Do
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Subjefts.were retired (76?6%), though some (9.1%) reported

part-time or'full—time (5. S%) employment. Income tended to he

'bimodal° either low (24 4% reportlng annual idcome of less than'

—

) $4, 000) or moderate (16 5% in excess of $20, ,000), reflectlng ’

S

_-retired professors and profess1onals. Educatlonal level distri-
. ¢ 4 - .

., the singleritem‘stateﬁent: "I’ feel older, younger, or the same as .. N

\¢
: s1ngle-measure approach The dependent varlable of health was

structs Theuremainlng dependent var;ables weregmeasured byJ'
N 4 -' * . N R .

the dlverslty between groups~—1nst1tutlonallzed elderly who tended

. * \

to be lower SES females and the USC group who tended to be

i []

bution was also quite skewed with'29.5%‘reporting at least one o Y
’ l . t
college degree: About one in four (22.4%) wete marrled and about

the same numbe r (24 7%) preferred to be read to. These elderly
N T
who were read to tended to be older (X2-49»34, df = 2, p<.0Q1l) and

less well educatbd (x = 26,14, df = 2, p <.001).
. . ’ 1 v

The 1ndependent ‘variable oflage identification consisted of

my age." George (1975) recently found good rellablllty WIth the .
LI ’ \

3ssessed using an abbreviated version off the Cornell Medlcal
Index (Broadman, Erdmann, Lorge, Wolff and Broadbent, 1949), a

test whé h purports hlgh valldlty ‘ Psychologlcal healt& was

measured by the Symptom Checkllst 90 (Derogatls, Llpman, Rickels,

-

" Uhlenluth & CQVl, l974)\and those authors have demonstrated both . .

. ~

hlgh validity and rellablllty~ The Pnrpose in Llfe Test (Crumbaugh
& Maholigk, 1964) and Rotter s (1966). Locus o% Control scale were

. ¢ * AR
also 1ncluded, as both tests offer gédvd -measures of thdse con—h\~‘f '

AN

. » ~ .
: . € o, . : . .
1tems in the questionnaire. . M : . : ,,‘
N 3 . : . ) ' ’ »,
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- : Ethnicity, as wefl as English speech native birth, physical
. and psychiatric intactness (Kahh, Goldfarb Pollack & P%ik,‘l960) /
were controlled through sampling selection. All other variahles ' °
were controlled statiStically through analvsis of variance and
covariance ‘ Analyses were initially performed. without covariance,

. then, with covariates added in order to determine the unigque

contribution of each covariate. Thereafter, all covariates were

> P A . .

- held copstant together in order to assess their. combined effect.

A stepwise linear regression analysis further corroborated the

total proportion'of shared variance with the independent variable. -
- T, . ' P ? -
Results . - _
‘ ~ When the independent .variable of age identificafion is .

-

.

separated into older, younger, .and same as age categories, it-

.appears that the majority of'subjects (62,0%) perceive ﬁhemselves L

v

as younger than they really are, wjith 29.2% self—ratiné themselves -
¥ \

—r

as the same as their chronological age andgp 4% viewing ‘themselves.

.
3
- . 14

as older . N . , ; ) ot
Table 1 presents the zero-order correlgtions'for all.age -~
. TTTTmmsmmsmossesses &;Tf"“g ) Lot
t ' . Insert Table 1 about here ) L ) | '
N : —; ——————————————————————— \ '
identity variables.' Only four variabIes were found to be directly
. related to]identified age: psychological health, phySical health, » ’

- e income, and interv1ewer s effects (reading to subjects) These' E

.

e b
., N four variable§ were entered 1nto the ANqayA for subsequent analys1;

. 1
- . . !
. .
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The first hypothesis of an older~person's’lifestyle
llnstitutional, Affilid?ed, Community), and the relationship
to identified age was supported The analysis of uariance lndi—
cated that the variable llfestyle has a direct relatlonshlp to an’
older person s identified age F(2, 304) = 6. 83 p ~.01. Mean
differences between groups suggest that those’ subJects who were‘

+

from thé Community group did not differ slgnlflcantly from the

‘Institutional group'wﬁth respect to fel't age (X = 2.40, 2.45,

respectively), so -any real differences in an older person’s life-
style couId not be attributed to where ‘the older person llved SO,
much, as to* how he/she llved L The Afflllated group, however,
clearly felt youngest 3(2,304) = 6.83 p <.Ogl. When an anelysis-

Al

of covariance was performed, the amount of shared variance without

‘any covdriates effects rgmoved is 4.41%. Whilé each covariate

separately influences the overall effect, it is nqt, until all co-

-

variates are removed that a final 3 28% of the varlables shared

3
1) .

influence. becomes evident F(6,249) : 4 57 p T Ol

.

It was also suggested that those'subjects who possessed'a

-

greatef'lnternal-orlented outlook would feel younger while more

)

external-orlented subjects would tenq,to feel oIder Whlle F-{
test results lend direct suppdrt to the aboye hypothesis

F(2, 291) =-5.43 p <.Ol, whether or not a person felt in control
gf his/her llfe made llttle d1fference with’ respect to ;dentlfled

age when certaln varlables were_ partlalled out. For instance,

1

N
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while 3.61 of the shared variance was initially accounted for,
whén the effectskof.health, income, interviewer's influence, and

psyghologlcal health were held, only 1. 9% of the shared variance

\

is explalnable and not significant F(6,245) = 2.63, p«ns. .
L] ‘ ) .
Subjects with more subjective meaningful purpose in their

lives were thought to perceived'themselVes as .younger than their
ages, While thbse with ltess meanlng in the1r~ﬂ1ves were thought tog
percelve themse lves as older. An.analysls of variance suggests

that purpose- in life has a very direct effect on an older person's
. [} L]

\

-

' . Perception of. age F(2,302) = 6.72 p <.001. “And Similarly, an °

analys1s of covarlance reveals that its influence is sizeable
(4.41%). Each covarlate separately exerts an 1nfluence on the
dependent Yariable. However, when all the covariates are removed,
3.65% of the variance is still explainable F(6,247) =" 5.06 p < .01.

A stepwise linear regression was then performed in order to

’

L4

further test out- the yelatzonshlp between the 1ndependent ard
dependent variables. At step‘one, all four covarlates_summed
explain R2 = .0753. When purpose,in life is entered:at the next
step, it serves to explaln almost as much as the four covarlates
totalled (R increase = .0513), F(1,243) - = 14.28 p «.01. Llfestyle
entered at the next step offered the second best explanation to

the criterion (R® increase = .0935), F(1,242) = 5.15 p «.05.

b l » y » 3 » v
Consistent with the analysis of covariance findings, when locus
A : ;

"“of control was entered it senved to explain less than 1% of the .

R2 increase F(l,24l) = .57 p <ns. \In*sum, purpose in life was
\ '
found to be the best predictor varlable of 1dent1f1ed age ln older

\

7

S
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Discussion Lo ‘>k\\\

An analy31s of the data finds that a majorlty (62%) of the
subjects percelve themselves as younger thggwthelr chronologlcal
age--a‘flndlng con31stent,w1th the llterature (Busse et.al., .1957;

Guptill, 1965; Linn &'Hunter, 1979; Perlin & Butler, 1974; 'Pregton,
a [ 4
.1979; Tuckman & Lavell, l957 Tuckman & Lorge, 1954; Zola,. 1962).

In order to examine thls flndlnq further, Subjects from three

llfestyles of later life (Instltutlonal, Afflllated Communlty) were

“

selected and tested along the age "idéntity dimension. The notion

14

that younger age 1dent1f1ers would have more internal locus of
control orientations and perceive their lives as having subjectively
more meaningful experience was also examined. Several other vari-

ables were looked at, and those varlables not controlled through

v

the sampllng were tested statlstlcally and entered ‘into ‘the subse-

’ .

quent multlvariate analyses.

.
]

L4

e In terms of an older person'sllifestyle, itncan be stated that

>

there is a direct relatfonship to one's concept}o; self assyoung

or old. The Community and Institutional groups did not differ with ~
‘ .~ - - . ’ )
respect to mean age differences, but both groups did differ sig-

nificantly from theQAffiliated group who perceived themselves as
\l’ ° W

youngest, - suggesting that it's not where you liv ut how you live
that is- important. The distinguishing factor could well be .one’'s
-sense of involvement, as documented in’other research (Guptill,

1965). The fact that younger age identification is related to

10
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more active group membership participation is not new by any

*

means (Guptill, 1965; Ward, 1974). Indeed, many'Af tHese sub-

jects did fiot belong to one grohp membership club, but to several,

_and appeared to fill their days fully. B ' h

- -
e 4

. ~ Contrary to disengagement tneoriétsf(e.g. Cummings & Henry, .
i961).. claims regarding better emotional adjustment in old peoéple
as a function‘of withdrawallfrom.society, in this study the most
socially involyed group LAffiliateo)”clearly felt youngest.and

recorded the highestNIevels .of -health and well-being even when the

it

influence of health income, and interViewer s effects were'helda

However, whether belonging to an ‘imterest group creates ,younger

self-image or whether those gpssessing younger age identification

gravitate towards such clubs ‘cannot be borne out by the data.

rg

f 4 - N . . .
The relationship between feelings of control and identified

-

age was not as clear as Witﬁ—lifestyle. At the univariate level,

.internally oriented subjects did express youndger .age identifica-

tions. Hodever, that relationship disappeared when the covariates
: . . N

of health (physical, emotional), income, and interviewer's efﬁects
were partialled out. 1In one sense, feelings of control may un-
doubtedly be more related to emotional and physical health while

the effects of income and reading to subjects also contain elements

of control and effectiveness. Furthermore, there are methbdological

differences which mayvacc0unt for the contradict%ry findings Linn
¥ A

and Hunter (1979) used an abbreviated veision of the Rotter's"

(1966) scale and a different age .identity measure. In addition to

the sampling differences.. the. data was contrdlled by social class,

disability, and impairment, while the present study controlled for

5 x

- A 11

.

o




dlmage of older people.

'if age identification is state

. » !
decline_to‘participate begcause

the psychologlcal fountaln of youth has’ uncovered some encouraglng

. "‘ .
' Age Idéx'tity'
» N N » ;
11

much more.

N

Feelings 'of controel ln later life are an important.psycho—_
loglcal d1mens1on and one that undoubtedly influences the self-
To what extent it is infliential and

-
by

impacts upon one's aée ldentity may, however, be based upon the :

Al " ~ -~

:underestlmated the 1mbact of meanlngfulness in am. older person s

-
-

life ‘as .well as his/her age 1dent1ty - - S

.
.
~ ‘ .
- . S
. - “
.
. .

" above considerations; . 'Q% ;o e

of all.the variables involved, purpose'in life emerged as <
the best predictor of identifjed age, with youngest feeling
elderly possessing.the highest suh}eotive meaningfulness‘scores.7. \
This held true at-both the univariate and multivanfate ledels of i
analys1s. @he fxnd;ngs suggest that researchers have perhaps o ;;-

3 . . ’ et

>

_Prior. to d1scﬁss1ng the roverall results, a word of’ cautlon

ab%Pt 1nterpretatlon.' The ﬁgct that less than lS% of the overall
\ E
variance is explalned by the ffmdlngs of this study suggests” that

gerontor’gf"ts would do well. to explore o%her non—psychologlcal
variables glven the llmlted impact of the pgychologlcal ones.

3
George (1975), for 1nstance, has found a larger explanation us1n§

v .
chrenological ageTrelated varlables. it} is-not clear N

&

In addltlon,

or trait, or both. Carp's (1967)

@S . oL 0 -
Victporia Plaza study certainly suggests that situational factors are
v . Fa . °
involved.

And, in this studys prospective subjects would'sometimes;'

4

-~

"they felt too old today." ‘Perhaps.

. '

a mOod adjectiye checklist.

In terms of the Querall results of the study,-the quest £0r

future research should include

. .
B

#

12

A
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clues, From the lifeéstyle resultsJ it appears that it is:not so

much where an older person lives as much' as how he or she lives.

¢

People whose lifestyle wae more socially innblved seemed better

able to escape the ravages of time. SimiIar&y, though 'feelings.

of control are somewhat rélated, they are not as important as a

.,

- keen sense of purpose in life. Living involved and meaningfully

appears to be a good part of the ingredients of thinking and feel-
fng 'young. ) : : , . .
- st . J N

Mental health practitioners could help o0lder people maintain

¥

or even redlscover thelr younger selves by empha31zlng involvement \\//’
and meanlngful purpose in their llves. For,lnstance, “the clinician

could explore some meanlngful aspects of the older patient'’s %ife

-, . > ! - £y

which.can be recreated and brought into -the present. The smallest

~

of articles, the seeﬁingly irrelevant tale, would not be discounted
"\.' . 12
_but understood in the context Gf bulldlng a meanlngful world. From

thls perspectlve, remlnlscence can be understood as a way of Creat-

. ing a more meaningful present. And 31m1Larly, relocatlgn may not '

be experienced as devastatlng if attention to meaningful and rele-
. L ’ iJ .

vant detail were’emphasized in the adjustnent. _ ~

t

. If age ié a matter of feeling, and not of years, the it may be
\//

N

only a questlon of tlme before researchers and cl;n1c1ans stop look-

. N
& b

ing for "age-approprlate norms" and encourage the varlety of behav1or‘

athat is accepted in other age’ gréups.

4
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: Table 1 -

‘ , . . D N
Zero-Ordér Correlations for All
o t g
Identified Age Variables .
» . Py
Variables 7 s s r b
' f S \
Health _ -, 13%x
_ Pdychological Health -.léf*‘
so @ai Participation r . —.06
Income ~-.15% )
Edqchtion . .09 -
Chronological Age -.06
Sex Differences - -.05
. Marital Status - -.01
-~ Retirement Status ~ % -.06 .
-#
Interviewer's Effects -.16%*
] :=. v «
*p ’.‘c'os ' ’ )
**xp .01 < . -
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Relationship of Lifestfle, Locus of Control, and Purpose
~ in Life and Age Identification Partialled Out )
t . N ~
\» "': , ' - . , .
Covariates ) Lifestyle Locus of Control Purpose in Life
; F )\ Variance / . F . ‘Variance . F Variance
* \, . ‘ ’;
‘No Effects RemovVed 6.85*** -4.41 5.48%* " 3.61 6.71*%* 4,41
'Heal th 5.23** '3.27 4,12  ~ 2,70 . 5,32%x% 3.34
. _ 3 : - .
Psychological Health 6.45%*% 4,04 3.91+* 2.58 5.43%% . 3.45
. x : ,
Income 6.97%**x_ 5.13 4.67%* 3.54 7.97*%% *5.86
Interviewer's Effects 3.46* 2,17 3.67% . 2.39 5.42%% 3.38
. Al% Effects Removed 4,57%* 3.28 _/.53 1.9 5.06** 3.65
. &, (3 -
/ ‘ ’
*p < 05 ’ : . ' 4. ’
* % ‘e 4 . -
p < .01 Sw
xx*p < 001 ~ ‘:
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b ) : Stepwise Linea; Regression for Purpose in .Life ’ ;
1 ST e :
e ’ - ' Lifestyle and Locus of Control o }
. . ) - - ‘ :
Step ’Brédictor Variables ﬁz‘ ' Rz,Inqrement . F-ratio fg; R Ipcrement' o
1 . covariates L0753 ~.0000 1 :
. 2 éovériates ST - ;‘ 1 v .
* Purpose in Life 12660 L0513 - 14.28%% |
3 Covariates S | | g . -

: - Xy . . N & T T . .
: Purpose- in Life , . , ' .
] R - P . . N
. . (

Lifestyle
4 .Covariates’ . ’ : ' .
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\ 3?rpose in Life -~ . - T v -t

N . E Lifestyle . “’: . S~ S ) T, . -
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N R -
~7 = - — ) '(QDJ

. - "‘ - - -l - -~
*p 4\.05 N . ”'. . ' y T N .. ' S ‘?'.
‘v . - '? o .}' ::'r-
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